Autonomy is an intrinsic value of deontological theory: people are seen as ends in themselves and not treated as means to the ends of others. Immanuel Kant argued that respect for autonomy flows from the recognition that all persons have unconditional worth, and each has the capacity to determine his or her own destiny. To violate a person's autonomy is to treat that person merely as a means to an end (i.e. to treat that individual in accordance with one's own goals and purposes without any recognition of his or her goals, values, and intended ends). To reject that individual's goals and objectives or to restrict that individual's freedom to act on those goals and purposes is a failure to respect his or her autonomy.
John Stuart Mill was concerned about the 'individuality' of action and thought. He argued that individuals should be allowed to develop their potential according to their own personal convictions as long as they did not interfere with a like expression of freedom by others. His view was that a person's autonomy should be respected unless it causes harm to others. Limits take into account the respect for others and the need for all to live in a society that has established structures and boundaries. Mill did not think that liberty should be limited on the sole grounds that a person's choice would harm themselves -competent adults should be free to risk their own health and well-being without interference.
A person's autonomy may be restricted in certain circumstances, for example:
• to prevent that person from harming others (harm principle) • to prevent that person from harming him/herself (soft paternalism)
• to benefit that person (hard paternalism)
• to benefit others (social welfare principle)
Thus, autonomy and patient preferences or wishes are not absolute. In modern society, shared decision-making is best for both the patient and the healthcare professional. The patient and the caregiver work together as a team.
Terminology
Autonomy Respect for autonomy Self-determination Paternalism Weak paternalism Hard paternalism Best interests
Hippocratic oath:
" … I will follow that system of regimen which, according to my ability and judgment, I consider for the benefit of my patients …"
Deontology Utilitarianism
What is the distinction between beneficence and paternalism?
